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The Shifting Boundaries of Global Staffing: Integrating global talent management, 
alternative forms of international assignments and non-employees into the discussion. 
 
David G. Collings & Michael Isichei 
 
ABSTRACT 
Global staffing has been a key theme in research in international human resource management 
(IHRM) for a number of decades. Our review confirms that it continues to be an important 
contemporary area of research in IHRM.   In the current paper, we review three key contemporary 
issues in global staffing research, namely, the emergence of global talent management and 
potentially a more strategic approach to global mobility, specifically changing patterns of global 
mobility, and the emergence of the non-employees as key alternatives in the global staffing 






Global staffing, defined as “the critical issues faced by multinational corporations with regard to 
the employment of home, host and third country nationals to fill key positions in their headquarter 
and subsidiary operations” (Scullion and Collings, 2006: 3) remains one of the key areas of 
research in international human resource management (IHRM). The centrality of effective global 
staffing arrangements to the ability of multinational enterprises (MNEs) to deliver on their strategic 
objectives is widely recognised (Cascio & Boudreau, 2016; Collings, Scullion & Dowling, 2009; 
Schuler, Dowling and DeCieri, 1993).  Global staffing is central to the MNE’s ability to achieve 
learning, innovation and corporate integration which are in turn identified as the objectives of 
strategic IHRM systems (Gong, 2003; Schuler et al, 1993). Writing almost a decade ago Collings 
et al (2009) noted that the literature on global staffing had been dominated by research on 
expatriation, particularly of parent country nationals (PCNs)- individuals from the home country of 
the MNE sent on assignment to subsidiary locations, (for recent reviews see Baruch, Altman and 
Tung, 2016; Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016; Kraimer, Bolino and Mead, 2016) and that third country 
nationals (TCNs) and other staffing options were poorly understood. Indeed, a recent review of 
research on IHRM published in one leading journal pointed to a peak in research on expatriation 
in the period 2005-2009 reflecting this trend (Cascio & Boudreau, 2016). However, arguably the 
literature base has expanded in recent years and we can see a broader research agenda 
emerging in global staffing.  
 
The objective of the current paper is to identify the key contemporary trends in the global staffing 
literature and to chart a future course for research in this area. This is significant owing to the 




However, at the time of writing there are significant challenges to the movement of people across 
borders which require some reflection on the trajectory of global people flows. Populist politics 
with the BREXIT vote in the United Kingdom and Donald Trump’s election in the US were inter 
alia premised on a nationalist political narrative that challenged the position of migrants including 
migrant labour in those countries. The so called “travel ban” that was introduced by President 
Trump and the re-evaluation of the H-1B visa programme threaten the ability of the US to attract 
skilled talent into the country (Mahmud, 2017; You et al, 2017). Indeed, Microsoft has already 
opened a satellite office in Vancouver, Canada to mitigate the challenges in accessing key talent 
created by these changes, with many other tech companies reported to be considering their 
options (Dixon, 2017). Similarly, the uncertainty created in the UK by the status of EU workers 
there in light of the BREXIT vote is beginning to impact on the availability of talent in that country 
(Allen, 2017). These, and other wider political trends, may constrain the ability of MNEs to relocate 
PCN and TCN talent into these markets and the availability on non-local talent in local labour 
markets. The wider impact remains to be seen however.  
 
Similarly, the nature of work has altered significantly. In this regard, Morgan (2014) identifies a 
number of key trends which will shape the nature of work in the future. These include changes to 
how we collaborate and share information such as the shift to the cloud. The emergence of 
collaboration platforms which have important implications for connecting and engaging people 
anytime, anywhere and on any device. Big data also facilitates better decision making, although 
progress here has been slower than one might have expected (see Marler and Boudreau, 2017). 
Increasing the mobility of work and labour. These trends have already seen employment become 
much less location dependent. This has promoted remote working, where employees can work 
and collaborate regardless of their location, and has also provided support for the perspective 
that talent does not need to be local. Indeed, talent markets now operate on an increasingly global 
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basis and technology facilitates global collaboration. Inter alia these trends have been reflected 
in a rise in off-shoring of work, an increase in white-collar work, the emergence of more contingent 
work arrangements such as contracting, freelancing and the wider gig-economy, and an increase 
in project based work (Barley, Becky and Milliken, 2017).  
 
Finally, the use of international assignments in organisation and the conditions under which 
individuals accept or decline international roles have altered significantly over recent years (Bolino 
et al, 2017; Collings et al, 2007). This has significant implications for MNEs in terms of the 
availability and willingness of individuals to undertake international roles. It has thus forced MNEs 
to re-evaluate their approaches to global staffing and consider a wider range of staffing options 
to deliver on the strategic intent of the MNE.  
Our review is positioned in this dynamic context which significantly influence how organisations 
approach their global staffing challenges.  Based on these challenges, and the staffing issues 
which they precipitate, in the current paper, we review three key contemporary issues in global 
staffing research, namely, the emergence of global talent management and potentially a more 
strategic approach to global mobility, specifically changing patterns of global mobility, and the 
emergence of the non-employees as key alternatives in the global staffing literature. 
 
Global Mobility and Global Talent Management  
 
Global talent management (GTM) has emerged, over the past decade, as a key theme in 
international human resource management (IHRM) research and practice (see Al Ariss et al, 
2014; Scullion et al, 2010; Stahl et al, 2012; Tariq & Schuler, 2010). It is regarded as central in 
delivering on the MNE’s strategic objectives. A key advantage which MNEs have over domestic 
firms is the ability to source talent beyond national borders. This is a means of navigating the 
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challenges created by issues such as the challenge to H-1B visas in the US identified above. 
Global talent strategies are also impacted by individual’s willingness to relocate internationally. 
Indeed, the integration between global mobility and global talent is increasingly important in 
managing the supply and demand of globally mobile professionals (Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016). 
While there remains some debate as to the precise definition of global talent management, we 
adopt Mellahi and Collings’ (2010: 143) definition which posts that GTM involves:  (1) the 
systematic identification of pivotal positions that differentially contribute to the organization’s 
sustainable competitive advantage on a global scale; (2) the development of a talent pool of high-
potential and high-performing incumbents who reflect the global scope of the MNE to fill these 
roles; and (3) the development of a differentiated human resource architecture to fill them with 
the best available incumbents to ensure their continued commitment to the MNE. 
 
Central to this definition is the idea of pivotal positions which Boudreau and colleagues argue are 
central to global talent management and require further clarification (see Cascio and Boudreau, 
2016). Consistent with Boudreau’s work we view pivotal positions as defined by their centrality to 
organisational strategy combined with the potential of a change in the quantity or quality of people 
in those roles to impact disproportionately on the delivery of the MNE’s strategic objectives. 
Understanding these pivotal roles and their distribution across the MNE’s global network is thus 
the key point of departure in GTM. Global talent pools recognize the importance of talent across 
the MNE network and beyond the traditional PCN elites who dominated discussions on global 
staffing. Finally, the notion of differentiated HR architecture (Lepak and Snell, 1999) facilitates the 
deployment and retention of the MNE’s high performers and high potential employees to deliver 
on the MNE’s strategic intent, and helps to ensure the ongoing commitment of those high-
performing and high-potential employees to the organization (Mellahi and Collings, 2010). While 
a detailed discussion of the distinctions of high performance and high potential are beyond the 
scope of the current paper (see Nijs et al, 2014 ; O’Boyle and  Kroska, 2017; Silzer and  Boreman, 
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2017 for a fuller discussion), evaluations of performance are generally based on job or task 
performance in this regard. Performance is generally a function of how an individual performs 
relative to his or her peers or a similar referent group. Potential is generally an estimate of an 
individual’s capacity for growth and development within the organisation. However, in many 
organisations the consideration of potential is often limited to perceptions of leadership potential 
as opposed to potential to grow within the one’s specialist area.  
 
This is certainly a new area of academic research in global staffing but one which has the potential 
to significantly impact on the future of the area in theory and practice. One key question that 
emerges in this debate is the skill set required of global mobility professionals to deliver on the 
strategic agenda (Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016). Indeed, the evidence available suggests that 
currently there is a mismatch between the required skills and those of the global mobility function 
(Cerdin & Brewster, 2014; Collings, 2014; Farndale et al, 2014). For example, the 2015 RES 
Forum Annual Report, confirmed that GM professionals consider their roles to be more operations 
focused than people focused, with 79% of respondents considered experts on due diligence 
compared to only 7% enacting the role of global talent manager (Dickmann, 2015). Further, 
insights from the same report suggest that top management priorities for GM have not pointed in 
the direction of greater integration with GTM. The roles of strategic advisor (56%) and expert on 
due diligence (42%) were found to be valued more by top management compared to the roles of 
global talent manager (15%) and global people effectiveness expert (9%).  A recent global mobility 
report notes that ‘more than ever mobility must be ready to play a central and more “mindful” role 
in a company’s global talent management strategy’ (Brookfield Global Relocation Services, 2015: 
4). Thus, while it appears that professionals recognize the value of greater integration between 
GM and GTM arguably the function lacks the resources and capabilities to deliver on that agenda. 
Academic research should focus on understanding what the key required capabilities are and 
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how the value of global mobility can be better captured (See Doherty and Dickmann, 2012;  
McNulty, DeCeiri and Hutchings, 2009). 
 
Much of the academic discussion on the role of GTM in global staffing has focused on the macro 
or organizational level. However, in examining the question from an individual level there are a 
number of areas which appear ripe for further study. From the individual assignee perspective, 
Collings and Isichei (2017) have argued that, considering GTM within the context of the pre-
assignment, assignment, and post-assignment stages of the IA cycle could help to develop the 
integration between GM and GTM. During the pre-assignment stage selecting suitably skilled and 
qualified individuals for assignments, with the motivation for international work, is a main concern 
for MNEs. Empirical research confirms that the selection of international assignees has 
traditionally followed an informal process dependent on personal networks (Harris & Brewster, 
1999). A more strategic approach to assignee selection which is linked to organizational strategy 
and individual career plans would allow for greater integration between GM and GTM (Cerdin & 
Brewster, 2014; Collings, 2014). Potential should also be considered in addition to performance 
in selecting these individuals where there is a developmental focus for the roles (Borman and 
Silzer, 2017).   In addition, the implementation of a global talent-pool strategy (Collings, 2014) has 
the potential to link assignee selection to GTM, by ensuring that all high potential employees 
across an organization’s global network are considered for international assignments as part of a 
career development process. While some have considered the role of the corporate HR function 
in this regard (Farndale et al, 2010; Sparrow, 2007; Scullion and Starkey, 2000), it remains an 
interesting area for further study and ultimately a balanced understanding of organisaional and 
individual priorities seems an important means of progressing our understating of the area 
(Farndale et al 2014). The imbalanced consideration of assignee objectives for international 
assignments can result in perceived breach of the psychological contract (see Haslberger & 
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Brewster, 2009; McNulty & DeCieri, 2016) and have wider implications for the career development 
of high potential employees and their commitment to their organization.  
 
Once deployed, global mobility plays an important role in the development of high potential 
employees. Within the context of GTM, development is often a central objective of IAs (Collings, 
2014). Therefore during an assignment a primary concern for the GTM function is the 
developmental experience attained by high potential employees. Defining GTM as we do 
emphasizes the movement of talent across a MNE’s global network through the use of IAs but 
also the importance of local talent in subsidiary operations (McDonnell, Scullion, & Lavelle, 2013; 
Shen & Hall, 2009). International experience can prove to be quite telling when members of an 
organization’s talent pool move into senior management positions. Research indicates that the 
international experience of senior MNE managers can influence the strategic direction of their 
organizations and firm performance (Carpenter & Fredrickson, 2001; Carpenter, Sanders & 
Gregersen, 2001). However, worryingly recent practitioner evidence suggests a decline in the 
number of global CEOs with international experience (only 24% of new CEOs in this study) (PWC, 
2017). While a complete review of the developmental impact of global mobility is beyond the 
scope of the current paper (see Bird and Mendenhall; 2016; Caliguiri and Bonache, 2016; Caligiuri 
and Dragoni, 2015) the value of international experience from a developmental perspective is 
widely accepted (Bird and Mendenhall, 2016; Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016). However, it is not 
clear that organizations actually integrate development opportunities into career paths for those 
identified as talent (Collings, 2014). This is reflected in for example the continuing high levels of 
attrition of individuals on their repatriation from international assignments to which we now turn.  
 
The post-assignment stage is concerned with the repatriation of international assignees. This 
stage has often proven to be problematic for assignees and MNEs alike. In some instances, 
assignees find the experience of repatriation to be equally, and at times more, difficult than their 
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initial transition abroad (Adler, 1981; Harvey, 1989). The difficulties experienced by returning 
assignees are reflected in post-assignment attrition rates of between 15% and 30% (Black & 
Gregersen, 1999; Brookfield Global Relocation Services, 2015; Doherty & Dickmann, 2012;  
Suutari & Brewster, 2001). Returning assignees often experience frustration related to the MNE’s 
failure to link their IA experiences to their career development (Collings, 2014; Lazarova, 2015; 
Pate & Scullion, 2009). Somewhat ironically for many individuals the failure to acknowledge the 
developmental benefit of the assignment (Caligiuri and Bonache, 2016) stands in stark contrast 
to the premised developmental objective of the assignment in the first place. Thus, the challenges 
of repatriation in the context of GTM remain prevalent (see Lazarova and Cerdin, 2007). One 
potential way forward is to view repatriation not as an end-point in the IA cycle, but rather as an 
intermediate stage which is linked to broader career and development issues (e.g., Doherty et al. 
2008). This perspective of repatriation can help improve the integration between GM and GTM. 
The perspective shifts the focus away from the mere reintegration of an assignee into their home 
office, towards greater consideration of how the experience gained while on assignment can feed 
into the next stage of an assignee’s career development. The perspective helps to improve the 
integration between GM and GTM by ensuring that MNEs are intentional about the development 
of employees beyond IAs.  
 
The increasing consideration of global staffing in the context of global talent management 
represents an important contemporary issue in global staffing research and there appears 
significant potential for further study in this area. We now consider the second key theme in our 




Alternative Forms of International Assignments 
 
The second key emerging trend in global staffing research is alternative forms of international 
assignments. This stands in contrast to the central focus on traditional longer term assignments, 
typically three to five years in duration and involving the relocation of an assignee and their family, 
which dominated global staffing research in the past (Baruch et al, 2013; Dowling et al., 2008).  
Over the past decade academic literature has begun to explore these alternatives to the traditional 
long-term IA (Bozkurt & Mohr, 2011; Mäkelä, Saarenpää & McNulty, 2017; Mayerhofer, 
Hartmann, Michelitsch-Riedl, & Kollinger, 2004; Meyskens et al., 2009; Pate & Scullion, 2016; 
Scullion, Collings, & Gunnigle, 2007; Tahvanainen, Welch, & Worm, 2005). This emerging stream 
of academic literature responds to changes in global staffing practice. In particular, inter alia, 
pressures to reduce costs, demand and supply imbalances in globally mobile talent, and changing 
attitudes towards careers and willingness to relocate abroad as noted above, combined with the 
increasing challenges to relocating staff to key developed economies such as the US and UK, 
have encouraged increased use of non-standard IAs in MNEs. The use of these alternatives has 
been facilitated by the technological, travel and other advances outlined earlier. 
 
While clearly the traditional long-term IA remains an important staffing mechanism in MNEs, it 
has become less dominant as MNEs recognize the value of less lengthy alternatives. In one 
recent survey over one third of respondents indicated that they expect the number of traditional 
assignments to be reduced over the next 5 years, a trend that has been evident for a number of 
years (Santa Fe Relocation Services, 2017). The same survey revealed that the increasing use 
of alternatives to the traditional long-term IA, such as, short-term assignments, international 
business travellers (IBT), and commuter assignments represents the biggest expected change in 
global mobility over the same period. Thus, the topography of global mobility has altered 
significantly over the past decade or so. However, how these trends play out over the coming 
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years given the changing political landscape and approaches towards migration mobility will be a 
key question also.  
 
Over a decade ago Collings, Scullion, and Morley (2007) reviewed this changing topography of 
global mobility and summarised the then emerging alternatives to the traditional long-term 
assignment. In revisiting their overview, we review the literature on these alternatives to consider 
how our understanding of them has evolved over the last decade. We focus specifically on short-
term assignments, international business travelers, commuter and rotational assignmentsi.  Table 
one provides a summary overview of the key trends in this regard. 
 
TAKE IN TABLE 1 APPROXIMATELY HERE 
 
 
Short-term International Assignments 
 
Short-term international assignments are defined as temporary internal transfers to foreign 
subsidiaries which are between one and twelve months in duration (Collings, Scullion and Morley, 
2007). They generally do not involve the relocation of the assignee’s family and benefits and 
salary often remain in the home country (Tahvanainen et al., 2005). Short-term assignments are 
considered the most popular alternative to the traditional IA (KPMG, 2015a; PWC, 2014; Santa 
Fe Relocation Services, 2016; Tahvanainen et al., 2005).  
 
Somewhat surprisingly, given its importance in practice, there has not been a surge in academic 
research in this area. Reflective of this, in their comprehensive review of the expatriation literature 
Caligiuri and Bonache (2016) did not explicitly discuss any research findings on this topic.  The 
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research that is available suggests that short-term assignments can offer positive professional 
experiences (Crowley-Henry & Heaslip, 2014). In one of the only studies that looks at the impacts 
of short-term IAs for the organisation, Bozkurt and Mohr (2011) pointed to the potential of such 
assignments to build social capital in the MNE. This was traced to the fact that these assignments 
brought together assignees from around the MNE, often to work on specific projects, expanding 
interaction beyond locals and increasing the number of interaction partners in the MNE network. 
They were also more commonly utilised for subsidiary employees than HQ employees. These 
assignments were particularly valuable for younger employees (who may lack the capability for 
more critical appointments) and also for those whose family circumstances prevented them taking 
longer roles. However, the separation which short-term assignments impose on assignees and 
their families can also result in negative experiences both during and after an assignment. Starr 
& Currie (2009) demonstrated that the absence of the support of a spouse can be difficult for 
assignees to handle during such assignments. Further, personal changes experienced by an 
assignee while on assignment (Harvey & Novicevic, 2006; Osland, 1995) can affect their 
relationship with their spouse upon their return (Starr & Currie, 2009).  As too can feelings of 
coercion to accept the assignment in the first instance (Copeland, 2009). However, a sense of 
agreement, (i.e. “we’re in this together”), may buffer the impact of separation on relationships 
(Copeland, 2009: 30). Thus, consistent with the broader expatriation literature, research on short-
term IAs draws attention to the importance of spousal and family support in offsetting work-family 
conflict (Mäkelä, Känsälä & Suutari, 2011).  
 
However, given that the work-family interface is affected in different ways owing to the fact that 
the family generally does not relocate with the assignee (Shaffer et al, 2012) this is a question 
which requires further empirical study. A second assumption of short-term international 
assignments is that owing to their shorter duration challenges around adjustment and repatriation 
will be lessened. While we have limited empirical research on this question, Star’s (2009: 297) 
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study on the repatriation of short-term assignees concluded “short-term assignments may to a 
certain degree avoid some of the problems traditionally associated with long-term assignments, 
but also create new ones”. For example, her study found that some individuals on short-term 
assignments had similar expectations to those of longer term assignees around upward career 
mobility on completion of the assignment. This work suggested that repatriation was managed on 
an ad-hoc basis for many short-term assignees leading to frustration. While practitioner data point 
to the increased development of specific policies for short-term assignees, it appears that many 
of the same issues that emerge in traditional long-term assignments endure.  
 
International Business Travelers 
 
IBTs are employees who are required, as part of their role, to make frequent international visits 
to foreign markets, units, projects and the like (Welch, Welch & Worm, 2007). They are open to a 
wide cohort of MNE employees. Compared to other alternative forms of IAs, international 
business travel is less structured. IBTs are often deployed to meet organizational needs that 
evolve on an on-going basis (e.g. negotiations, conferences, meetings with stakeholders). 
Individuals therefore often embark on international business trips with little prior notice. Indeed, it 
has been argued that decisions about when to travel for these individuals are often at the mercy 
of their line manager (Mayrhofer et al, 2004; Shaffer et al, 2012). International business travelers 
(IBTs) are a steadily growing alternative to the traditional IA. Recent industry research, indicates 
that up to 64% of MNEs formally define IBTs (Santa Fe Relocation Services, 2017). There has 
been some instructive research on IBTs. Given the challenges of IBT, Phillips et al (2014) provide 
some interesting insights into how shaping the recruitment message to communicate the 
requirement for frequent travel can attract individuals with a desire to travel to particular roles. 
Their work is informative in targeting individuals with higher levels of willingness to work 
internationally in recruitment to increase the pool willing to undertake such travel. 
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Business travel has been identified as an effective means of building social capital within the MNE 
(Bozkurt & Mohr, 2011). Specifically, IBT was identified as key in developing cross-unit social ties 
and sustaining social networks in MNEs. Bozkurt and Mohr (2011: 150) argue based on their 
empirical study “business travel offer[s] continuity to social ties established via all the different 
forms of social mobility, but among all the different forms it emerged as the one that allowed the 
greatest discretion to individual actors to arrange in ways that consolidated their existing ties”.  
Thus, IBT represents a key form of organizational glue- an underlying process used to stick two 
parts of the organization together- which is central to organizational effectiveness (Evans, Pucik 
& Barsoux, 2002: 306).  
 
The broadest body of research on IBTs has focused on stress and conflict issues. Indeed, one of 
the key challenges of IBT is high levels of stress, which contributes to negative physical and 
emotional outcomes for those concerned (Welch, Welch & Worm, 2007). A recent study of 232 
IBTs (Mäkelä and Kinnunen, 2016) found that workload and pressure experienced during the 
course of IBT contributes to job exhaustion, which can subsequently have negative implications 
for a IBT’s health. The frequent transitions between domestic and multiple international units, 
combined with frequent transitions between home and work lead to significant role conflict for 
IBTs (Welch et al, 2007).  IBT can however also have positive impacts on affective states. For 
instance, in a study of 275 IBTs and their spouses, Westman, Etzion, and Chen (2009) found that 
IBT was positively related to work engagement and specifically vigour. Furthermore, the 
experiences of IBTs positively crossed over to their spouses, in that the vigour that they 
experienced was transmitted to their spouses. The finding indicates that the positive affective 
state of an assignee can crossover (Westman and Etzion, 1995) to their spouse. Like short-term 
assignments, IBT can also impact an assignee’s family life. For IBTs who are parents, lengthier 
business travel can increase work-family conflict (Mäkelä et al., 2015).  
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Commuter and Rotational Assignments 
 
Commuter assignments involve an assignee travelling from their home location to take up a post 
in a foreign location on a weekly or bi-weekly basis (Mayrhofer, Reichel, & Sparrow, 2012). 
Employees on such assignments have work responsibilities in a home and host country, but 
maintain their residence in their home country, returning at frequent intervals. Rotational 
assignments on the other hand involve the relocation of an employee from their home location to 
take up a post in a foreign location for a short period of time followed by a period of time off in 
their home country (Welch & Worm, 2006). Commuter assignments are being used more 
frequently than they have been in the past (Deloitte, 2013a; KPMG, 2015b). A survey of MNEs 
indicated a 42% increase in this assignment type over a seven-year period (KPMG, 2015b). There 
is little available evidence on the actual extent to which rotational assignments are used, however 
survey research indicates that in 2013 65% of MNEs expected their number of rotational 
assignments to increase over the following five years (Deloitte, 2013b).  
 
There has been relatively limited empirical work on commuter and rotational assignments. 
However, empirical research does indicate that like assignees who undertake other alternative 
forms of IA, assignees on rotational assignments are confronted by factors which affect their 
family lives. Such factors include time spent away from home, unpredictable work schedules, and 
limited control over work schedules (Baker & Ciuk, 2015; Danehl, 2015). Compliance to tax, 
immigration and other legal requirements are major challenges involved in managing international 
commuters for global mobility professionals (Deloitte, 2013a). One interesting insight has been 
the role of agency in negotiating international roles which fit better with individual’s personal 
circumstance (Kirk, 2015). One interviewee in Kirk’s (2015) study, described by the author as 
‘very senior’ outlined how he leveraged his seniority combined with significant previous 
international experience to turn down a long-term assignment in the USA and instead negotiated 
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a commuter assignment from Switzerland to the US on a monthly basis. This points to the 
perceived preference for commuter type assignments for some individuals.   
 
All in all, this review of research around alternative forms of international assignments confirms 
that despite their growing prevalence, research evidence remains limited. One could argue that 
the research agenda has been dominated by self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) at the expense of 
these alternative forms of corporate assignments. SIEs has become a key research theme in 
international HRM although out of the scope of the current review. One of the key challenges of 
this literature base is a lack of clarity around the conceptual boundaries of SIEs. In other words, 
the difference between a migrant, a SIE and other forms of personal mobility remain for the most 
part poorly understood (cf. Andresen et al, 2014; Baruch et al, 2016; McNulty and Brewster, 2017). 
Thus, while SIEs are clearly an important means through which people relocate internationally for 
work, we call for an increased focus on alternative forms of international assignments as defined 
above.  Our review suggests that the extant focus of research on alternative forms of assignments 
has largely been on understanding the personal conflicts that emerge in the context of the 
personal separation of these assignments. This is clearly an important focus, however, this 
broader area is one where the potential for further research is ample.  
 
The first area which we identify as requiring further study is around the unique demands of 
alternative forms of international assignments. As Star’s (2009) research demonstrated while 
short-term assignments did avoid some of the problems traditionally associated with long-term 
assignments, they also create new ones. The failure to effectively manage this may be owing to 
a poor understanding of the nature of the international work itself. This is important as the typical 
job responsibilities and demands of international work continue to be poorly understood (Kraimer 
et al, 2016). When the variations of alternative forms of international work are added to the 
equation the complexity is evident. Nonetheless, common challenges of international work have 
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been identified as international travel requirements, cognitive flexibility, and non-work disruptions 
(Shaffer et al, 2012). While this list is not exclusive it is indicative. It is likely that the relative 
importance of these challenges may vary depending on the type of mobility and it is likely that a 
more differentiated approach to managing these forms of mobility is called for.  
 
We also call for an increased focus on more performative aspects of alternative forms of 
international assignments. This suggests a focus on dependent variables beyond personal 
adjustment and physical and emotional impact on personal and family life. For example, how 
effective are these alternative forms of international assignments on delivering on the assignment 
objectives.  Thus, similar to traditional long-term IAs, less lengthy alternatives can be used for 
developing employees (Tahvanainen et al., 2005).  However, we have a poor understanding of 
the developmental impact of shorter-term assignments, IBT, commuter, or rotational 
assignments. Could they be more beneficial for the development of high potential employees 
owing to the fact that they provide employees with more frequent and varied international 
experience? For instance, a high potential employee may undertake just one traditional long-term 
IA in one location over a three-year period, compared to multiple short-term assignments in 
several different locations over the same period. Further, the opportunity for more frequent 
international experiences increases in the case of IBTs, commuter, and rotational assignments 
because of their shorter durations. In the context of traditional international assignments empirical 
research has confirmed that assignments premised on management development foster personal 
change and role innovation as the assignee adapts his or her frame of reference in acclimatizing 
to the new environment (Shay & Baack, 2004). It would be instructive to explore if how the role is 
framed impacts on the development potential of alternative forms of international assignments.  
Future research should explore how the emerging political climate and the challenges to 
international mobility outlined above impact on the usage and experience of alternative forms of 
international assignments for individuals and organisations alike.  
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Beyond Employees in Global Staffing1 
 
The final theme in our review concerns the emerging importance of non-employees in global 
staffing. There is also increasing recognition that the nature of business and employment are 
changing with a resultant impact on how organisations compete and deliver on their strategy and 
mission (Boudreau, Jesuthasan and Creelman, 2015). The trends that that we foreshadowed in 
our introduction are significant in creating a context where these emerging alternatives become 
viable global staffing options.  
 
While a-typical employment arrangements were historically cost driven, and hence their value 
was premised on a cost minimization strategy, the talent landscape has altered significantly over 
recent years. Cost is arguably no longer the prime driver of contractor and other a-typical 
employment relationships. Rather firms are using global talent markets to respond in a more agile 
and flexible way to the demands of an increasingly volatile environment. Indeed, recent research 
confirms that the assumptions that “temporary workers reduce labor costs” and “temporary 
workers are cheaper than independent contractors” are open to question (Fisher and Connelly, 
2017). Similarly, Chadwick and Flinchbaugh (2013) found that a high proportion of part-time 
workers in an organization, often seen as a means of generating employment flexibility and cost 
containment by organizations, is negatively related to firm performance. Thus, the longer-term 
impacts of such contingent employment relationships require careful consideration.  
 
The shift to a contingent workforce is driven by a number of key trends. First given the evolving 
nature of the business environment where the pace of change continues to increase, business 
                                                 
1 The discussion in this section draws insights from Collings, D.G., McDonnell, A. and McMackin, J. 
(2017). 
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cycles have shortened and technological advances have made collaboration beyond 
organisational and national boundaries easier.   Indeed, Boudreau and colleagues (2015) have 
argued that as environments become increasingly volatile and uncertain (“high-velocity), 
organizations have had to look at alternative staffing arrangement such as outsourcing, 
crowdsourcing, using independent contractors or talent platforms, professional employer 
organizations, and even borrowing employees from other firms. A flexible workforce is seen as a 
prerequisite for successfully competing on a global scale. 
 
For example, drawing on contractors as a flexible workforce facilitates access to highly capable 
talent that may not be available in the local labour market. Bidwell and Briscoe (2009) found that 
many contractors are highly experienced and skilled highlighting the potential capability available 
in this cohort. Furthermore, key capabilities which may be required for a particular project and 
may not be available in-house become available through such relationships. From an 
organisational perspective, this provides agility in meeting project requirements in a timely manner 
without the time constraints of the recruitment cycle. Indeed, the use of contractors, where 
appropriate, allows organisations to respond with agility and flexibility in scaling staffing levels to 
meet shifts in increasingly volatile markets.  It also facilitates scaling as organisations grow and 
expand. From a global staffing perspective, the labour market becomes increasingly global with 
potential access to expert talent globally.  
 
Additionally, there is little doubt that a person who has performed a task on an ongoing basis is 
likely to be far more productive than a worker who is new to the problem (see O’Boyle and Kroska, 
2017). As Bill Gates’ oft cited quote highlights “A great lathe operator commands several times 
the wage of an average lathe operator, but a great writer of software code is worth 10,000 times 
the price of an average software writer’. This reinforces the potential value of having a highly 
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skilled and experienced contractor perform a task as opposed to a non-expert employee. This 
solution not only addresses the talent issue but equally should reduce cost, avoid an unnecessary 
permanent headcount for a specialist skill requirement, speed up the process through efficiency 
accessing the skills quickly and in completing the task. 
 
A further key constraint of traditional talent models is that experts with specialist skills end up 
doing work that are relatively mundane and detract them from higher value roles and work. In this 
regard, contractors and other offshoring alternatives offer great potential for relieving key talent 
from these standard and mundane tasks and expanding the talent-pool with less experienced 
incumbents who would be well capable of performing this work at a lower cost (Boudreau et al, 
2015). Given we know that individuals with limited career experience are likely to contract as they 
build their career (Bidwell and Briscoe, 2009), there is likely to be good availability of competent 
talent with the capability to perform this routine work on the global labour market. This approach 
clearly represents a much more strategic approach to workforce planning ensuring the key 
technical experts are freed up to spend more time on roles that they are uniquely placed to 
undertake and that are much more central to firm strategy. From a global staffing perspective, it 
also aligns with a more strategic approach with a differentiated approach for more critical or pivotal 
roles.    
In responding to this challenge, MNEs need to seek out expert talent in ways that fall outside the 
traditional employment model.  The traditional talent model of a sole reliance on full time 
employees, which it is argued was a response to the needs of a particular historical period, is 
under question (Cappelli and Keller, 2012; Younger and Smallwood, 2016). Indeed, preliminary 
research evidence indicates that the use of outsourcing and contingent work has also benefited 
certain employees (see Bidwell et al., 2013) and not only employers.  
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Cascio and Boudreau (2016) point to potential novel forms of non-employment talent platforms 
which are likely to become a key part of MNE’s global staffing systems. These include talent 
alliances, talent trading, tours of duty, freelancers, in addition to more traditional options such as 
outsourcing, temporary employment and contractors. Indeed, developing conceptual clarity 
around these different forms of alternative work arrangements represents an important step in 
better understating the issues around them (Cappelli and Keller, 2012).  Given the early stage in 
the emergence of these relationships, important questions around risk and compliance in these 
contingent workforces, and how to effectively manage and lead in these contexts, require further 
elaboration.  
 
While it is difficult to have an accurate sense of the scale of these a-typical arrangements, 
European data suggest that approximately 32 per cent of workers had some sort of a contingent 
work arrangement (Maselli, Lenaerts and Beblavy, 2016). Other estimates are even higher 
ranging up to 50 per cent (Younger, Patterson and Younger, 2015). Some 7.4 per cent of the US 
population constitute independent contractors alone (Bidwell and Briscoe, 2009). UK data 
suggests that the freelance workforce there has expanded from 1.04 million workers in 1992 to 
1.91 million in 2015 (Kitching, 2015). Hence there is a significant pool of labour available across 
the globe. This research confirms that individuals often pursue contractor type arrangements by 
choice bringing highly skilled and experienced contractors with in-demand skills into the labour 
market (Bidwell and Briscoe, 2009). Hence, from an organisational perspective these alternative 
talent platforms provide access to high quality talent globally, maximise the deployment of core 
employees to focus on key tasks, provide access to talent and skills when scaling, facilitate agility 
in accessing skills as required, and also help costs. We know far less about how to engage this 
talent and how to maximise their contribution to sustainable organisation performance (c.f. 
Boudreau, Jesuthasan and Creelman, 2015; Younger and Smallwood, 2016). This creates a 
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number of challenges for global staffing and will require HR professionals to manage a much 
more complex range of global staffing arrangements. One challenge is that our understating of 
human resource management, organizational behavior and global staffing is generally based on 
studies on employees in large organisations (Cappelli and Keller, 2012). As John Boudreau and 
his colleagues summarise in their recent book Lead the Work,  
 
the end of job security loosened some fundamental rigging that held the organization 
together. The organizational boundaries had been breeched, and as a result, people left 
more readily and work was sent outside the company without much fanfare.  
  
Hence it is not just surprising but worrying that new forms of work in organization have not 
received more attention (c.f. Barley, Becky and Milliken, 2017). One key question relates to the 
identity of these non-employees which is no longer likely to be tied to an employing organization 
(Barley et al, 2017). This is significant given that forms of organization, institutional structures of 
employment and the experiences of workers in employment have traditionally been intrinsically 
linked to what they do, how they do it and social order (Barley et al, 2017). In the context of global 
staffing this is amplified by the multiple identities that individuals often struggle to reconcile. In this 
context individuals located at subsidiary units traditionally could identify with two different units, 
the subsidiary and the HQ (Ashforth, Harrison and Corley, 2008; Reade, 2001; Vora and Kostova, 
2007). It has been argued that managing this “dual organizational identification”, through 
integrating these dual organizational identities is as an important antecedent of individuals 
performing more effectively in complex organizational situations (Vora and Kostova, 2007). 
However, questions of how identity play out in these novel work arrangements in the MNE is an 
important question for study.   
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Overall the performative consequences of contingent work are as yet poorly understood. While 
some research points to some positive performative impacts of non-standard work arrangements, 
the literature is inconclusive. For example, Lepak, Takeuchi, and Snell (2003) found that firms 
relying more heavily on external contract workers exhibited higher profitability. While, based on 
data from annual reports, Nayar and Willinger (2001) found that companies with a higher 
percentage of nonstandard workers reported higher profits and increased stock returns. 
Conversely, more recent research confirms that high percentages of contingent labour many be 
costlier (Fisher and Connelly, 2017) and indeed impede the longer-term performance of the 
organization (Chadwick and Flinchbaugh, 2013). What seems clear is that a more nuanced 
understanding of a-typical work arrangements in the global context is required which provides an 
understanding of how different forms of these agreements yield value for organizations and 
individuals alike. (c.f. Cappelli and Keller, 2013) 
 
At a macro level these challenges are also amplified by the fact that virtually all organizational 
systems and polices combined with legislation and public policy is premised on a traditional 
employment model (Cascio and Boudreau, 2016). Given the significant changes to national 
frameworks around migration and work visas in light of the Trump Administration in the US and 
the BREXIT negotiations in the UK this is a context which is in great flux and which is likely to 
evolve significantly over the coming years.  
Conclusions 
There is little doubt that the importance of global staffing to MNE effectiveness and performance 
has not diminished. Further, despite the posited decline of organizational careers and corporate 
expatriation it is clear that global staffing arrangements continue to draw significantly on traditional 
expatriate assignments, short-term assignments, IBT, commuter and rotational assignments. 
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While the topography of global staffing may be more complex and varied than in the past the 
organizational context of global staffing remains significant. One worrying trend evidenced in the 
current review is the relatively limited research focus on alternative forms of global mobility. It 
seems that academic work has become overly focused on self-initiated expatriates to the 
determent of alternative forms of international assignments.  This may be owing to the fact that 
although messy to collect data on SIEs, it generally does not require an MNE to sign off on 
research access making access to these individuals relatively easier. However, while clearly an 
important area for research there is also significant potential for research on alternatives to the 
traditional international assignment.  
 
The review also pointed to the importance of further research at the interface of global staffing 
and global talent management. Given the ongoing challenges which MNEs face in attracting and 
retaining key talent, global staffing remains a significant concern for research and practice. 
Indeed, building better insights into this integration represents a key opportunity for global staffing 
research.  
 
Across all three of the critical areas considered in our review, a focus on dependent variables 
beyond personal adjustment and physical and emotional impact on personal and family life would 
greatly advance the literature. While clearly the former are important, in considering the strategic 
impact of global staffing arrangements and advancing the conversation and practice around ROI 
a focus on performance is key. For example, how effective are alternative forms of international 
assignments on delivering on the assignment objectives; how does the quality and quantity of 
non-employees compare to employees; what challenges around risk, compliance and quality 
emerge in relation to the latter group. Researching, dependant variables such as these are key 
in advancing our understanding of these emerging phenomena.  
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Finally, the exogenous influences on global staffing are in a state of flux. For example, how 
changes in rules on migration play out in developed economies and how various political, 
legislative and cultural changes impact on global staffing are important and timely questions. 
Equally how will such changes impact on the location decisions of MNE operations. Finally, the 
increasing importance of non-employees on global staffing in the MNE will be interesting to 
explore.  
 
Global staffing remains a vibrant and dynamic topic in the international HRM literature. Although 
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- Typically 1-12 
months long. 
- Does not involve 
relocation of 
assignee’s family. 





- Most popular 
alternative form 
of IA. 
- Slower than 
expected given 
extent of adoption 
in practice. 
- Increase in social 
capital across an 
MNE’s global 
network (Bozkurt 






















- Deployed to meet 
continuously 
evolving needs of 
MNE. 
- Often deployed 
with little prior 
notice. 
- Steady increase 
in use. Up to 64% 
of MNEs now 
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2007). 
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use. In 2013 65% 
of MNEs expect 
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i Although Collings, Scullion, and Morley (2007) also examined global virtual teams, we omitted this alternative to the traditional 
long-term IA from our discussion. Over the last decade, the literature on global virtual teams has become so extensive in its own right 
that it is beyond the scope of this paper.  
 
                                                 
